An increasingly regulated higher education sector is renewing its attention to those activities referred to as 'moderation' in its efforts to ensure that judgements of student achievement are based on appropriate standards. Moderation practices conducted throughout the assessment process can result in purposes identified as equity, justification, accountability and community building. This paper draws on the limited studies of moderation and wider relevant research on judgement, standards and professional learning to test commonly used moderation practices against these identified purposes. The paper concludes with recommendations for maximising the potential of moderation practices to establish and maintain achievement standards.
Introduction
Assessment of student learning is a necessary and integral component of any education system. Yet designing quality assessment that generates credible evidence of student achievement, and that can be consistently and reliably judged by those assessing the work, is a contentious and complex task. In higher education, much has been written about quality assessment, the reliability of judgement-making and the consistency of standards within and across institutions. Internationally, quality assurance and quality improvement within higher education is increasingly in the spotlight (Johnson 2015) . While countries such as the UK have operated in 'accountability-heavy conditions' for some time (Kohoutek 2014, 322) , others are adopting a stronger emphasis on assessment standards and quality assurance through initiatives which include pan-European Standards and Guidelines for quality assurance, seven of which relate to quality assurance in higher education (Kohoutek 2014) . Likewise in Australia, the establishment of national bodies such as the Tertiary Education Quality Standards Agency and Higher Education Standards Panel indicates a shift to tighter regulation.
One approach to quality assurance across many higher education institutions is to require some form of moderation, or verification, of assessment judgements, and that is the focus of this paper. While there are a range of understandings of moderation, generally it is considered as a taken-for-granted approach to agreeing, assuring and checking standards (Bloxham 2009 ). Systems such as the UK have practised forms of internal and external moderation as part of national quality assurance codes of practice for many years. In the UK, internal moderation uses institutional processes to test the quality of assessment and standards, whereas external moderation contributes to that process but also seeks to align quality with national standards. Other systems such as Australia and various European countries have more varied and often less formalised moderation practices. In general, quality assurance of assessment lacks both research and theory (Kohoutek 2014, 310-311) , with an inadequate knowledge base to underpin decisions regarding the most effective choice of moderation practices and their potential to assure standards.
The work presented in this paper represents an international collaboration in moderation research that was initiated as a result of several parallel investigations in Australia and the UK. It explores an expanding concept of 'moderation' and questions the stated benefits of much widely accepted moderation practice. The aim is to present a conceptual review of common approaches to moderation with a view to considering how its effectiveness can be enhanced in relation to its stated purposes. It draws on evidence from Australian and UK research to discuss the question: 'To what extent can existing moderation practices contribute to the assurance of standards in higher education?' The term 'standards', when used in this paper, refers to standards of student achievement; that is, 'output' rather than 'input' or 'process' standards (Bloxham and Boyd 2012) . Although it is recognised that broader definitions of 'learning' or 'academic' standards exist in higher education, our focus is on the moderation of student achievement.
In reviewing how effectively different moderation practices contribute to the assurance of standards, we:
• identify the range of activities that comprise moderation in higher education; • select, from within this range, a sample of moderation practices in current use for focused analysis; • articulate the purposes of moderation;
• draw on limited studies of moderation and wider research on judgement, standards and professional learning to test these familiar methods against the identified purposes.
These stages of our enquiry form the structure of the paper, which concludes with a set of recommendations for maximising the potential of moderation practices to establish and maintain achievement standards.
The range of activities Whereas the term 'moderation' in the higher education sector has generally referred to post-judgement processes undertaken to negotiate agreement of grades, there is now evidence that a broader concept of moderation as a cyclic process is being adopted by a number of higher education institutions, for example Curtin (2014), Griffith (n.d.) and Edith Cowan (2013) Universities and the University of Tasmania (2014) in Australia and Sheffield Hallam (2013) in the UK. This inclusive view of moderation links different moderation practices to stages in the assessment process, each of which requires a specific focus as illustrated in Table 1 . Elements such as validation, professional accreditation and monitoring might be considered aspects of the wider quality assurance of assessment, but they all make a contribution to decisions about achievement standards.
Selection of a sample of practices
The practices considered for analysis are partly drawn from those identified in the Assessing and Assuring Graduate Learning Outcomes (AAGLO) study (Barrie, Hughes, and Crisp 2014) . This study explored the 'landscape' of assessment practices across seven disciplines, through extended telephone interviews with 48 academics from universities across all Australian states. The disciplines selected were those included in the first phase of a national Learning and Teaching Academic Examples of these practices will be found in many universities, but the way they are undertaken in practice will vary according to the aspect of assessment practice which is the focus of activity, the number and position of participants, and the mode of communication employed. The interplay of these factors produces variations of each method, which in turn influences the dominant purpose of the moderation practice. This analysis attempts to reflect these variations in practice. However, as appraisal of every moderation practice listed in Table 1 is outside the scope of this paper, a range of illustrative practices (marked with an asterisk) have been selected for analysis.
Purposes of moderation
Higher education institutions frequently imply various purposes for their moderation policies and guidelines. Though wording may vary in scope and detail, purposes are generally defined simply in terms of assuring agreement on student achievement and marks awarded -a quality assurance function. In this study, we were interested to use an inclusive purpose which reflected the different ways moderation is conceptualised by those participating in moderation practices. In an investigation of university teachers' moderation practices, Adie, Lloyd, and Beutel (2013) identified four broad ways of thinking and talking about moderation that influenced the focus and thus the outcome of the moderation practice for individual participants. These were identified as equity, justification, accountability and community building, and are useful in articulating an inclusive purpose for moderation which is firmly related to assuring standards.
Equity indicates that the main goal of moderation is to achieve consistency and fairness for students. Moderation can promote equity when outcomes ensure that tasks enable all students to demonstrate intended outcomes, where all assessors are given opportunities to develop common understandings of standards, and when judgements about student work are consistent with agreed standards and comparable within and across institutions.
Justification is typified by a concern with confidence in decision-making and the ability to defend decisions to students and colleagues. The third purpose, accountability, is concerned with meeting systemic requirements in terms of processes (e.g. second marking) and outcomes (e.g. acceptable grade distributions).
Community building emphasises the value of teacher collaboration in establishing and reviewing standards as revealed in assessment tasks, criteria, standards, and learning and teaching activities. Such activities have the potential to calibrate academics' judgements through building shared interpretations of criteria and standards (Sadler 2013) . Community building also emphasises the capacity to improve assessment design and inform teaching through discussion of issues and sharing of practice.
These purposes were not distinguished as discrete but rather as overlapping, interconnected and agentic. 'Agentic' is being used here from a sociocultural perspective, and describes the relations and effects of understanding moderation in a particular way which in turn influences actions. As used in this paper, the purposes reflect key potential aims for moderation directly related to assuring standards; that is, to ensure consistency and fairness in standards (equity), to create confidence for academics in their grading decisions (justification), to align with systemic requirements (accountability), and to calibrate judgements and build shared interpretations of criteria and standards (community building). These purposes serve as the analytical framework for considering the sample of moderation methods indicated in Table 1 . The analysis draws on empirical evidence and scholarly debate in relevant fields of research to test the case for each moderation practice as an effective approach to assuring standards for students and other stakeholders.
Analysis of moderation practices
Peer scrutiny of assessment design A number of school systems have for some time successfully undertaken processes for assuring the quality of assessment design (Cumming and Maxwell 2004) . However, the inclusion of peer scrutiny of assessment design as a formal mechanism for the assurance of standards is a relatively recent development in the higher education sector. It is now becoming increasingly common for assessment design to be 'moderated' (see for example, the university webpages listed earlier). Practices associated with peer scrutiny have been found to be quite diverse and include anything from informal chats about tasks amongst a teaching team, to formal written submissions to institutional or professional committees (Barrie, Hughes, and Crisp 2014) . Not all peer scrutiny of assessment activity is necessarily referred to as 'moderation' in institutional documentation, as some requirements fall under the category of quality assurance. The purposes achieved through peer scrutiny are largely dependent on the concerns of participants and the consequent focus of their attention. For example, equity is promoted through a focus on ensuring that assessment tasks provide all students with equal opportunities to demonstrate their true standard of learning. Concerns with equity also relate to the consistency of mechanisms for responding to student assessment-related questions and for providing feedback on work in progress, in order to avoid inadvertent advantage or disadvantage for individuals or class groups.
The AAGLO project (Barrie, Hughes, and Crisp 2014) found that some form of 'moderation' of accountability for assessment design was a common feature of institutional quality assurance requirements. However, it also found that practices varied enormously amongst institutions, with some interviewees reporting complete autonomy in assessment design decisions, while others experienced detailed scrutiny of the alignment of tasks with learning outcomes and a requirement for formal responses to committee requests for adjustments. While the quality of assessment design is not a new concern, emerging approaches to peer scrutiny indicate a shift of purpose from accountability through the scrutiny of systemic requirementsnumber, length, variety and timing of assessment tasks -to justification in terms of features with a more significant impact on standards, such as alignment with learning outcomes and adherence to an overall programme assessment plan. The importance of such scrutiny to the assurance of standards is highlighted through reports that many teachers believe they are assessing a fuller range of learning outcomes than they actually are, that their assessment does not fully align with course learning outcomes and that a focus on lower cognitive levels allows high grades to be achieved through the memorisation of course materials (Hailikari et al. 2014) . In this case, we are using 'course' to refer to a subject, module or unit of study usually of a semester's duration and 'programme' to refer to a series of courses required for the award of a degree.
Peer scrutiny of assessment design may not only boost academics' ability to demonstrate accountability through compliance with institutional requirements, but also their ability to justify this aspect of their practice to students and other stakeholders. The value of this form of moderation has been convincingly demonstrated through standards-based national projects funded by the Australian Office for Learning and Teaching (OLT), in disciplines as disparate as accounting (Hancock et al. 2013 ) and history (Brawley et al. 2013 ). Both projects incorporated collaborative activities that challenged participants to explain individual course assessment designs to peers in terms of alignment with nominated learning outcomes, and resulted in task revisions that better enabled students to demonstrate targeted outcomes, and consequently better enabled assessors to reach agreement on standards during later stages of the projects. Other more generic projects undertaken in the Australian context (Krause et al. 2013; Booth 2014) have also generated peer feedback on assessment designs, and the focus on work generated in final or capstone courses has encouraged scrutiny of assessment design beyond the course.
There are good arguments for the benefits of attention to assessment at the programme level (e.g. Knight 2000; TESTA 2010), but peer scrutiny has tended in the main to rely on exercises such as curriculum and assessment mapping rather than detailed review of assessment tasks against the programme outcomes. As a consequence, moderation practices associated with assurance of the quality of assessment design, particularly as they relate to the whole student experience, are theoretically underdeveloped and have received little attention in the assessment literature (Kohoutek 2014) .
Community building, though not commonly the primary focus of peer scrutiny practices, may be an inadvertently positive outcome of activities intended to achieve equity, justification or accountability of assessment design, particularly at the course level.
Second marking
Second marking of student work is a practice that has been designed primarily to ensure that grading decisions are fair for students, that standards of performance are appropriate and that marking standards are defensible and consistent. For ease of reading, we are using 'second marking' to refer to a range of approaches where a second academic 'marks' a sample of work or, in the case of 'double marking', all the student work. Demonstrating some form of second marking (either blind or with first markers' grades and comments visible) is a key element of the quality assurance of assessment in the UK (QAA 2013). In Australia, individual universities' assessment policies may advocate double marking, especially of 'A' and fail grades (Krause et al. 2013) . A normal accompaniment to second marking is some form of 'consensus moderation' where grades are discussed and final outcomes agreed. For this article, we will discuss 'consensus moderation' separately in order to highlight important differences.
Second marking perceives marker variation in standards as a potential asset to fairer marking by bringing different points of view to the judgement (Dracup 1997) . It generally pays little attention to the appropriateness of the task, or whether it has offered equal opportunities to all students. Nevertheless, research has found that academics have a strong faith in second marking to deliver fairness to students (Bloxham and Boyd 2012) and that tutors considered a mark 'correct' when awarded by both first and second markers (Handley, den Outer, and Price 2013) . However, inexperienced assessors can become more concerned with ensuring that judgements are 'fairly much what everybody else was awarding' (Handley, den Outer, and Price 2013, 894) . This consequent focus on consistency poses a threat to equity, as the potential for fairness becomes subjugated to securing grounds for justification.
The extent to which second marking is able to meet the purpose of justification is also contentious. It is not surprising that the appearance of a check on marking standards is valuable in defending judgements, and in boosting staff confidence in dealing with students' queries (Swann and Ecclestone 1999) . Likewise, demonstration that second marking has taken place is often sufficient to meet institutional requirements for moderation; that is its accountability purpose. However, very few empirical studies on the outcomes of second marking are available to support either justification or accountability purposes although Cannings et al. (2005) found considerable unexplained variation between the numerical marks of double markers. Research into marking in general indicates a considerable lack of reliability in grading across different higher education assessors (Brooks 2012; QAA/HEA 2013; O'Hagan and Wigglesworth 2014) , and poses a challenge to the idea that two markers can agree on a more 'accurate' mark than first marking alone. Even if that is presumed, the notion of 'representative sample' is not applicable where students' responses can vary considerably within the same grade boundaries, and a sample of assignments cannot be assumed to be 'indicative of the whole' (Partington 1994, 58) .
Other challenges to justification and accountability purposes of moderation are evident. Satchell and Pratt (2010) demonstrate mathematically how second marking is likely to result in a less 'accurate' mark. First markers' grades have been found to be more 'accurate' than second markers, possibly because first markers are more likely to be an expert in the subject matter (Dracup 1997) . The expectation of 'blind' second marking may actually change assessors' judgement, for example, encouraging cautious, 'defensive marking', where assessors seek to avoid being out of alignment with their colleagues (Hornby 2003) . Murphy (1979) shows the influence on judgement decisions when the first assessor's mark is known, which suggests that the agreed grade may not be the result of independent decision-making on the part of two people.
Second marking could be said to contribute to community building through the opportunity it provides to observe other colleagues' marking standards and feedback. In addition, and more importantly, second marking may contribute to community building through the potential for dialogue that accompanies the resolution of grades, for example in the type of moderation meeting discussed in the next section.
Moderation discussion (consensus/social moderation) It is not uncommon for some form of discussion or meeting to take place to agree on grades following second marking, 'pre-marking' of a sample of scripts by all markers or blind (cross institutional) review. We are referring to this as consensus moderation. Consensus moderation has been described as a 'post-judgement quality assurance' (Barrie, Hughes and Crisp, 2014) .
While groups of academics discussing an assessment task may agree on a grade or a standard of performance, unless evidence is a part of that discussion, agreement may not serve the purposes of achieving fair outcomes for students. For example, if discussion between markers is limited to 'splitting the difference' which is a commonly used method (Orr 2007) , the appearance of agreement over marks may be produced. However, this may be distorting standards towards the mean. Hand and Clewes (2000) , Orr (2007) and Reimann et al. (2010) note the impact of power relations in moderation discussions, where the views of the senior colleague will hold sway. It is difficult to see how such procedures are delivering equity for students.
University administrators may view consensus moderation as meeting the requirements for accountability and transparency in marking, and it may provide staff with confidence that final marks have been clearly debated and agreed. However, the quality of the discussion is important. As discussed in relation to equity, if the moderation dialogue is reduced to one of finding acceptable common ground (Dracup 1997) , then it is unlikely to surface varying conceptions of the valued features of a response, or different understandings of vague terms in the criteria. A problem with consensus moderation is that the purpose and outcome of participation may not be transparent at all. Gaining consensus on judgement decisions can mask the level of academic engagement that has occurred in the moderation discussion. Consensus can be reached by agreeing on marks, yet with little reference to the evidence used to justify decisions, or with unjustified reference to evidence not listed in the criteria (Orr and Bloxham 2013 ). While such consensus may satisfy the need for accountability and reassure markers in responding to students' queries, it hardly assures the fidelity of the final grade.
Genuine justification requires assessors to identify the evidence in student work and match it with the relevant standards. The limited research on the subject suggests that systematic consensus moderation practice involving thorough debates of standards and student work can lead to a greater agreement on grades and confidence in the alignment with established learning outcomes (e.g. Watty et al. 2014) . However, such moderation, though effective, is also expensive. It involves time to train internal and external moderators and to engage in calibration processes. The emphasis on 'light touch' in quality assurance discourse (QAA 2011) is not compatible with moderation for justification.
An underlying assumption of much of the research on standards and marking is that standards are 'fuzzy' (Sadler 1987 ) and can only be truly found in student work as 'concrete referents' (Sadler 2013, 11) . Dialogue can make more visible the tacit knowledge of criteria and standards which is often not evident in explicit criteria and can enable greater sharing of understandings. Therefore, appropriately thorough consensus moderation can contribute to community building.
Consideration of grade distributions
Moderation through the consideration of grade distributions is a response to concerns that students may be advantaged or disadvantaged through 'hard' or 'soft' marking, or an inappropriate spread or bunching of marks. Grade distributions deemed to align with anticipated norms are generally taken as demonstrations of accountability and as requiring no further action. Atypical or unexpected distributions, on the other hand, are responded to in several ways. Where academics are requested to explain their grade distributions, student work can be used as evidence of the justification of allocated marks and of the soundness of the standards applied in the marking process.
Where student work itself is not taken into account, it becomes apparent that compliance with a perceived norm or accountability is the dominant concern. The response in such circumstances can be either a requirement for assessors to undertake make some form of adjustment to grades or the formulaic rescaling of grades (to fit normal expectations, but not necessarily a normal curve), which is referred to as 'statistical moderation'.
Consistency and fairness, the two aspects of equity, may be at odds in grade distribution moderation processes if consistency of grade distributions within or across cohorts is achieved at the expense of fairness in the application of standards. In an era of criterion referencing, changes to marks or grades, without reference to the criteria and their enactment in student work, cannot be said to deliver greater confidence in the appropriateness of marks or in the assurance of standards. The prevalence of this form of moderation can indicate a tension between institutional policy and assessment practice. Barrie, Hughes, and Crisp (2014) , for example, found it was not uncommon for moderation discussions to have grade distributions as their point of reference, rather than the primary evidence of achievement against the standards as demonstrated in student work, even though criterion-referenced assessment was espoused policy in the majority of institutions.
Grade distributions can, however, be useful in highlighting the unexpected and in initiating standards' discussions to determine whether grades and grade distributions are to be accepted, questioned or modified in line with expectations. In such circumstances, the consideration of grade distributions can achieve the purpose of community building. It is unlikely, however, that assessors are able to completely detach themselves from existing normative assumptions, with the consequence that norm-and criterion-referencing can simultaneously pervade assessment practice with only a fuzzy distinction between them (Yorke 2008) . Consistent and comparable grade distributions achieved through the manipulation of numbers alone are no assurance that student work has been judged equitably, that communities have built a shared understanding of standards or that the grades awarded are aligned with the standards.
External peer review (external examining) External peer review, often known as 'external examining' or sometimes by terms such as 'inter-institutional peer review and moderation' (Krause et al. 2013) , can take various forms. These vary from where the external assessor forms part of the 'first' judgement, as in the external examining of a PhD thesis, to the more common use of external peers to review the assessment of a programme or part programme through scrutiny of assessment tasks, student work, marks and feedback. In this paper, the focus is on the latter broad description of external peer review. Research on external examining and standards is relatively sparse (see Bloxham and Price 2014) , and therefore, much of the analysis of the potential of external examining is derived from broader studies of academic judgement and moderation.
A recent UK study of external examiners (QAA/HEA 2013) identified that external examiners differ by whether they perceived their task as upholding standards or upholding standardised and fair procedures. When external examiners are asked to review assessment procedures, academics and universities can have some confidence in claiming that assessment processes have been externally verified; for example, that they provide students with appropriate guidance, adhere to the required moderation practices, and make consistent and legitimate decisions when a student's mark profile indicates a borderline case. External examiners adopting such a role, and using the stated standards of the programmes they were reviewing, tended to define their purpose in terms of fairness and consistency.
However, such processes are normally easier to define and check in an explicit manner than assessment methods and grading decisions. The suggestion that we can derive confidence that equity has been assured because grading has been moderated by an experienced external assessor is founded on the spurious assumption that such external examiners hold appropriate and shared standards. In practice, the QAA/ HEA study (2013) found that even experienced examiners from a range of universities displayed the lack of consensus evident in higher education marking research in general. In truly blind reviews of final year work, they tended to use a wide and diverse range of criteria and, even where similar criteria were shared, varying interpretations resulted in manifestly different standards and little inter-examiner agreement. The QAA/HEA findings are consistent with earlier work arguing that examiners are bounded by their social and cultural environment and expectations (Ross 2009 ) and that personal experience of both standards and quality assurance processes are more significant than formal reference points in providing the basis for examiners' decisions (Colley and Silver 2005; QAA 2005) .
External examiners offer individual academics, programmes and universities a 'public defence' of their assessment processes and standards, which provides for both justification and accountability. Bloxham and Boyd (2012) found that lecturers perceive external examiners as the authority on standards, and therefore, their confirmation of marks is likely to give confidence in dealing with students. For a wider audience, external examiners' reports are used by institutions to support claims of high quality and a commitment to regulations and standards. This justification in relation to standards may be based on supposition rather than evidence.
The UK and Australian methods (Krause et al. 2013 ; Group of Eight 2014; Watty et al. 2014 ) all stress the contribution that external peer review can bring to promoting discussion on 'best practice in teaching and learning' (University of Sydney 2014). Indeed, it can be argued that external examining and external peer review have the potential to promote community building in encouraging observation and discussion of standards across different institutions. External examiners/reviewers have the opportunity to see standards outside their own institution and internal staff can gain feedback on their standards from an external viewpoint. Such practices can contribute to the development of a shared understanding of standards in so far as external examiners recognise the socially situated nature of standards, and the need for reference to explicit statements such as disciplinary learning outcomes, benchmarks and qualification frameworks. While we are not arguing that external examiners assure equity or justification, there is a sense in which they can make a useful contribution to community building regarding standards across institutions.
The implications of this analysis are that, if a process of external review is used as a form of moderation, there are considerable consequences in relation to the training of external reviewers, calibration processes and the time and resources to participate in significant scrutiny of material and dialogue with staff teams.
So what's the point of moderation?
Given the growing body of research that highlights the challenge of achieving reliable, appropriate, academic judgement in higher education (Brooks 2012; QAA/ HEA 2013; O'Hagan and Wigglesworth 2014) , there is a continued need to critically examine our claims for assessment standards. The purpose of this paper was to explore some common approaches to moderation in an attempt to answer the question: 'To what extent can existing moderation practices contribute to the assurance of standards in higher education?' The discussion in this article has, necessarily, had to make some assumptions about widespread moderation practices, and we recognise that rather than there being one set process for each of these common methods, it is often the form and emphasis that individual variations take that determine the dominant purpose.
Having said that there are some clear themes emerging from this investigation. Firstly, the findings suggest that many commonly used activities only meet the purposes of justification and accountability in terms of an apparent assurance of standards, and offer little in terms of concrete evidence of calibrating standards or providing equity to students. Much of our exploration of this topic has led us to conclude that moderation practices provide largely a public image of systematic checking of standards. The moderation practices that have been analysed provide some assurance that institutional assessment procedures are in place (e.g. anonymous marking, scrutiny of assignment design or double marking), and this can give confidence that due process has been observed. However, we have to recognise that quality assurance through moderation of 'inputs' and 'processes' does not necessarily guarantee appropriate 'output' standards (Alderman 2009 ) or a satisfactory student assessment experience (Crook, Gross, and Dymott 2006) .
Secondly, while purposes of equity are used to support the validity of these moderation practices, some common moderation practices may be distorting standards and encouraging bunched rather than appropriately differentiated grades. Fairness and consistency may be at odds when consistency is achieved at the expense of fairness, for example when manipulating grade distributions or averaging first and second marker's judgements. In addition, efforts to standardise grades or come to an agreement over marks may encourage practices which favour quick or technical decision-making over careful discussion of evidence. Overall, we may hold indefensible assumptions regarding the power of moderation to deliver equity, justification and accountability.
Thirdly, moderation with a focus on community building has been shown to add to assessors' assessment literacy as well as knowledge of standards. This view is reinforced by empirical studies of face-to-face consensus building (Brawley et al. 2013; Hancock et al. 2013; Watty et al. 2014) , and through teacher claims that such activities assist in the calibration of their standards (Bloxham and Boyd 2012) . In addition, for people to benefit from moderation as a form of community building, those involved need to share an understanding of this purpose of the activity. This condition holds equally for external reviewers who may be unaware of their role's potential contribution to such an outcome. Universities need to interrogate their policies for moderation to determine their effectiveness in encouraging or requiring academics to develop a shared understanding of the standards, as well as agreement on how the evidence in the student work justifies the grade awarded.
Finally, the research reveals the complexity of moderation, although it is likely that understanding of this may be limited in many university systems depending on tradition and local and national policy. The complexity of moderation has also means that, while this paper has explored the likely purposes of many common approaches, its scope has not permitted consideration of other relevant factors in the moderation debate, such as feasibility, levels of engagement or impact on the student experience.
Recommendations
What this review of common moderation practices suggests is that few current approaches contribute significantly to the assurance of higher education standards. A key finding is the importance of a thorough process involving significant academic engagement and debate focused on evidence aligned with standards descriptors. What alternatives are there?
Moderation in the assessment process When there is little time available, as in university assessment timelines, the task of achieving appropriate, consistent and fair standards is enormously difficult. Consequently, our first recommendation is that moderation is built into the whole teaching and assessment process with a particular emphasis on pre-teaching moderation; that is, moderation which is informed by, and informs, the learning design. This has a potential range of benefits for staff and students. Early scrutiny and discussion of assessment tasks is possibly the least well-developed method, yet it can inform teaching and, very importantly, dialogue with students about assessment, supporting them to understand the required standards (Willis and Adie 2014) . Handley, den Outer, and Price (2013) found that post teaching discussion of marking standards may be too late, and students may already have been given a 'wrong' idea of how to go about the assignment by members of a teaching team.
In addition, early consideration of expected standards through discussing assessment tasks and, perhaps, reviewing examples of work from the previous cohort, may provide for better consistency in judgement across a teaching team. This cannot easily be obtained at the end of the course because marking deadlines are too tight for effective collaborative scrutiny of student work (Albertyn, Kapp, and Frick 2007; Lawson et al. 2014) . In this scenario, end of course moderation could focus on close scrutiny of the hard borderline cases, with detailed examination and discussion of the students' work matched against the stated standards.
There is the potential for the limited resources available to be focused on moderation practices which can have some impact beyond demonstrating compliance or completing unproven routines. In effect, we are suggesting flipping the process so that most moderation effort is applied at the beginning of courses, where it is more useful to students, likely to bring greater consistency in advice, and encourage an 'assessment for learning conversation' amongst staff. The approach certainly deserves further investigation.
Professional development and calibration of standards
The well conducted and thoughtful moderation practices we propose constitute professional learning and promote the enhancement of assessment design, as well as system-wide consistency of judgement and maintenance of standards. In particular, dialogical, cross-university consensus moderation has the potential to support professional development through the calibration of disciplinary standards. We would argue that academics are more likely to see the value in effective moderation if they have greater awareness of the disparity in individuals' standards, their situated nature and their diverse provenance (e.g. in prior experience, values and formal documentation). Such professional development is likely to be assisted by greater interactive moderation, for example, in assessing exemplars, or discussing marks and criteria.
In conclusion, this position paper has drawn on existing literature and policy to review a commonly practised but rarely researched aspect of higher education assessment. Undoubtedly, it is limited in scope and evidence, but we hope that it has commenced an important conversation regarding the 'point' of moderation, which is most clearly understood when practices move beyond accountability to inform teaching and enhance student learning opportunities. There is a need for more empirical research on the effectiveness of different methods, as well as greater informed debate in the sector about priorities and possibilities in an age of increasing global interest in achievement standards.
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